Psychologists who study children have emphasized family processes that influence children's psychological well-being and subsequent development, but gerontologists have rarely considered the impact of the family as system in adulthood. Drawing on family systems theories, we show how between-family, within-family, and within-individual differences emerge from family interactions in adulthood. Specifically, we consider how adult behavior might be understood in terms of norms sustained by the larger family system. We present three case studies of adult families to illustrate the ways in which their shared beliefs shape emotional experiences, behavior, and conceptions of self and family in adulthood. The family, as a milieu, continues to exert influence over the day-to-day life of individual members after they are grown.
The family milieu plays a central role in emotional and physical well-being across the lifespan. Research pertaining to family life has been conducted in two distinct arenas, one dealing with child development and one dealing with the needs of older adults. It is clear that during infancy and childhood families serve as a window to the larger culture (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1997) . In old age, families provide emotional and instrumental support for relatives in need (Bedford & Blieszner, 1997; Johnson & Troll, 1992 ). Yet, family life does not end when children reach early adulthood and then renew when older members begin to require care thirty years later. For most individuals, contact with the family of origin continues throughout adulthood. Families come together for joyous transitions such as weddings, baptisms, and confirmations. Crises also permeate the family milieu; divorce, illness, geographic moves, and job loss vibrate across family ties (Hetherington, Law, & O'Connor, 1993) . Furthermore, the family as a system continues to influence adults' day-to-day lives even in the absence of celebrations or crises. Middle-aged women feel the psychological tug of generations above and below. Adult siblings derive a sense of comfort from shared stories that bring laughter over the phone. Parents continue to worry about the well-being of their offspring long after their ability to do anything about that well-being has passed. Yet, a lack of a unified lifespan theory has obscured an understanding of such family phenomena that are part and parcel of adult life.
This article addresses concepts that researchers interested in families of young children have developed that could inform an understanding of adult family functioning. Specifically, we use family systems theories, an orientation that has traditionally focused on families rearing children, to examine adults' family experiences. This theoretical approach emphasizes the idea that families are continuous entities with rules, beliefs, and values that shape and are shaped by individual members over time.
CROSS-FERTILIZATION OF CHILD AND ADULT DEVELOPMENT
The appropriation of models or ideas from other disciplines and intellectual arenas is a time-honored and frequently fruitful strategy for shedding new light on one's own field of endeavor. Examples of such cross-fertilization abound in the study of human behavior. Freud's original psychoanalytic conceptions of personality drew on the hydraulic model for conceptualizing the dynamic interplay of psychic forces. Sociologists such as Erving Goffman have employed dramaturgy to understand social interaction. More recently, cognitive psychologists have applied computer models in studying artificial intelligence as a means of understanding decision making.
Today's age of increasing specialization within disciplines has resulted in decreasing knowledge and use of models outside of one's own narrow area of study, however. Within the field of human development, sub-areas of study pertaining to child development and pertaining to aging have grown in parallel with little exchange of ideas. As a result, different models for dealing with isomorphic phenomena have evolved in such a manner that they obscure the nature of that isomorphism.
In a few instances, cross-fertilization of the fields has taken place when gerontologists have applied models of social relationships to other stages of life. For example, Carstensen (1992) utilized a theory of socioemotional selectivity that had been examined primarily among older adults to longitudinal data beginning in adolescence. Her findings suggested that a theory previously tested in adulthood may explain human behavior throughout life. Similarly, researchers interested in sibling and parent/child ties in old age have considered the ways in which these bonds are parallel to attachment relationships established between child and parent in early life (Cicirelli, 1989; Troll & Fingerman, 1996) . Gerontologists may profit further from adopting models used to study social behavior in early life to examine lifespan continuity.
Such applications might be particularly beneficial with regard to the study of family life. Researchers interested in children have dominated the field of family sociology and family psychology. Thus, theoretical models are more highly developed with regard to the early years of life than the later years. Family life, however, is a lifespan phenomenon. Although its prominence may lessen in adulthood, the family of origin continues to exert influence over day-to-day behaviors and to guide development (Kreppner & Lerner, 1989) .
Indeed, there are four ways in which family life from childhood may, or may not, relate to family life in adulthood: 1) Some aspects of the smaller subsystem of child-rearing family do not appear to be relevant to the extended family constellation (e.g., divisions of labor may not be important between cousins), 2) Some issues from the family of origin that appear to be latent at the onset of adulthood may reemerge at later stages of development, particularly in the face of crisis (e.g., sibling rivalries over parental attention may be re-evoked upon the death of a parent and the allocation of parental wealth), 3) Some issues that start within a given child-rearing family retain relevance over time as individuals grow older because these issues become internalized models (e.g., ideas about the use of violence in rearing children), and 4) Some issues that start within a given child-rearing family are sustained over time within the larger system (e.g., how decisions are made about important legal matters or who the "pretty" or "smart" one is in the family). For the most part, family researchers treat family life as either discontinuous when individuals reach adulthood or, when continuity is evident, as though this continuity reflected characteristics of the individual (e.g., internalization of patterns) rather than systemic holdovers in the family itself. Although family members are clearly socialized into the patterns of family life, and thus do internalize values and beliefs of the larger system, the system itself is influential in adulthood. Indeed, the family system remains a context in which individuals' beliefs and behaviors are sustained in the day-to-day life of adulthood. In this article we consider how and why the family of origin may remain a dominant force throughout adulthood as well as the circumstances under which the family system itself may change.
In order to examine familial continuity and discontinuity, we apply family systems theories to the study of adult development. We begin with an overview of family systems theory. Then, we provide case studies of families that are relevant to the issues under consideration. In particular, we look at the ways in which families come to share beliefs about their world. Finally, we consider the ways in which a family systems approach might explain families' reactions to crises of later life, and how such crises may transform the family.
OVERVIEW OF FAMILY SYSTEMS THEORY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR GERONTOLOGY
It is notable that family systems theorists have not addressed adult family systems. The family life cycle model is premised almost entirely on childrearing transitions (e.g., marriage, pre-child birth, early childhood, adolescence, empty nest) (e.g., Carter & McGoldrick, 1980) . Hence, family theorists view adults as individuals who react to transitions engendered by the development of their own children. Middle aged and older adults whose children are grown have been relegated to the periphery in these models. In some instances, older adults may, in fact, lack ties to family (Troll, 1988 (Troll, , 1994 , but as is discussed in the next section, in other instances younger adults merely hold different views than older adults do about the parameters of their families (Cohler, 1983 (Cohler, , 1988 Fingerman, 1996; Talbott, 1990) .
Gerontologists have often focused on smaller units of analysis such as parents and offspring (e.g., Mancini & Blieszner, 1989) , where changes are most apparent in adulthood. Continuity might be most evident with regard to the larger family system, however. Troll (1996) pointed out that extended families are more constant than smaller family subsystems because it is harder to induce change across all members. Indeed, adult family members describe a sense that they have gone back in time when they reunite with their families of origin (Moss & Moss, 1988) . The larger family system rekindles old emotional patterns, behaviors, and roles, despite the fact that individual family members may have developed other patterns with their own spouse and children, co-workers, or friends. At the same time, families may provide a sense of reassurance. The rituals and customs of a given family lend comfort to individual members as they incur health problems, go through divorce, experience geographic moves, or even die. Although we know little about when and why different features of family life change, we know even less about the processes that contribute to the perpetuation of family life.
Family systems approaches to understanding family life include a collection of theories that are based in two intellectual camps, the field of family science and the field of mental health. As a result, family systems theories bring both theoretical and applied perspectives to an understanding of family life. Most importantly, family systems theories help explain why family members behave as they do toward one another.
Family Systems and Family Science
Family science emerged during the post World War II era when theoretical perspectives were developed to explain the ways in which families functioned (Doherty, Boss, LaRossa, Schumm, & Steinmetz, 1993) . Family science eventually came to be affiliated with sociology, but includes anthropological, psychological, economics, and home economics perspectives on family functioning. Many theoretical perspectives have been used to explain family life in contexts where families revolve around childrearing, including evolutionary theory, social exchange theory, and structural functionist theories. Theorists did not conceptualize the family as a system until the late 1950s. This approach, however, has still not been used to consider family life in adulthood.
There are several theories that examine the family in this manner and collectively they are referred to as family systems theories (and, interchangeably, the singular, family systems theory is used to encompass this class of theories). Family systems theories are a particular application of the more broadly conceived general systems theory (Hess & Handel, 1959; Whitechurch & Constantine, 1993) . General systems theory took hold during World War II to explain interactions between, rather than the functioning of, individual elements. General systems theory is predicated on the assumption that the entirety of a system is more and different from the arithmetic addition of its individual parts considered in isolation. Indeed, a chemical interaction (as in the formation of compounds) is a better analogy for this theory than a simple mathematical one. For example, a water molecule is distinct from the hydrogen and oxygen atoms that form it. Sodium would explode if placed on the end of the tongue, chloride would melt through the tongue, but together, they form salt. The elements of a system interact with and shape one another, and create a whole that is distinct.
Family systems theory, as a form of general systems theory, focuses on what goes on at the family level, rather than merely examining individual family members. In order to understand family behavior, this approach addresses communication, transactional patterns, conflict, separateness and connectedness, cohesion, and adaptation to stress. In families raising children, family systems theorists consider how mothers, fathers, and all children interact together to shape the behaviors of individual members and how individual members contribute to family life on the whole. Some families stress obedience and loyalty over all other values, other families encourage the independence and creativity of each member over family togetherness. These differences in families are found at the level of the family as a whole, rather than merely being a property of each individual involved. Betweenfamily differences have rarely been considered in the adult development literature. Moreover, in any given family system, certain individuals may be viewed as more important than others, certain individuals as more obligated to provide assistance to the family, and certain individuals as more competent than other individuals. Thus, family systems theory also considers within-family differences.
At the same time that researchers were growing more interested in family life, conceptions of the nuclear family as the supreme family form began to arise (Parsons, 1943) . These conceptualizations assumed that older families related to other generations in the manner of extended kin, and that adults no longer retained a sense of their family of origin as a unified group. More recent evidence clearly shows that older and younger generations maintain contact throughout adulthood, however (e.g., Bengtson & Roberts, 1991; Rossi & Rossi, 1990) . Family members' behaviors in adulthood might be understood at a systemic level just as they are in childhood. In fact, the family systems approach complements existent knowledge about family functioning in later life. For example, social exchange theory and equity theories explain why a family member is willing to help an older family member with household tasks that she is no longer able to do. A daughter provides care because she feels indebted to her mother for everything that her mother did for her when she was younger. Yet, it is unclear why this daughter stepped in to provide care while other family members, who are equally indebted to this aging relative, did not. Structural functionalist approaches use gender differences to explain why a daughter is more likely to help her mother with direct support than is a son. Yet, these approaches do not provide a sense of how that daughter will feel about providing that help or the implications of that help for the larger kinship group. A family systems perspective addresses assumptions and beliefs that family members share concerning how they are to act, and about the roles of individual members.
The theoretical contribution of the family systems approach involves a sense of how family members come to share beliefs about themselves and the world around them. By considering the family as an active system, family systems theorists have focused on between and within family differences. The issues of between family and within family differences have been under-researched in the gerontological literature. Family systems theories may provide a more intricate understanding of family life in adulthood by considering these issues.
Family Systems and Mental Health
As was mentioned previously, family systems theory is derived not only from the field of family science, but from the more applied field of mental health (e.g., Bateson, Jackson, Haley, & Weakland, 1956; Beavers, 1977) . In the 1950s and 1960s, some psychiatrists, psychologists, and social workers recognized that psychotherapeutic changes in one member brought on new problems for other family members. The other family members resisted the unfamiliar interaction pattern introduced into the family (e.g., Bateson, et al., 1956; Bowen, 1960 Bowen, , 1978 Jackson, 1957; Lidz, Fleck, & Cornelison, 1957; Wynne, Ryckoff, Day, & Hirsch, 1958) . These therapists noted that it was more efficient to work to change the entire system than to try to change each constituent member of that system. From such work, the idea of systemic homeostasis as a force that generates familial continuity was derived. Individuals expect family life to have a certain tone, based on the expected behaviors of other family members.
The need for homeostasis may be especially strong between family members in adulthood. It may be difficult to tolerate changes in adults whose behavior patterns, roles, and values were established within the family long ago in childhood.
In particular, families may cling to homeostasis in the face of changes engendered by aging. Older family members are often the ones charged with maintaining continuity through rituals and kinkeeping. Thus, members of the larger family may resist role changes, health problems, and psychosocial losses in later life. Such resistance has been found at the subsystem level between parents and offspring. Middle-aged offspring are particularly sensitive to changes in their parents' needs and abilities and seem to expect their aging parents to act like parents, to offer advice and care about their feelings (Fingerman, 1995 (Fingerman, , 1997 .
Family systems therapists themselves have been complaisant in such endeavors to maintain homeostasis by disregarding the views of older family members. For example, Paul and Paul (1975) presented a joint therapy session involving a fortyyear-old daughter and her aging mother. In the transcribed sessions, the mother acts like a "mother," she sees things in positive terms, the daughter acts like a "daughter," she is sensitive to her mother's negative input, criticisms, and demands. It is striking that the therapist focuses solely on the concerns of the daughter and her children; the therapist does not recognize that older generations (of any age) might be expected to perceive greater compatibility with offspring as part of healthy family functioning (Bengtson & Kuypers, 1971; Fingerman, 1995) . The issue of homeostasis is, thus, one that can be harmful to older adults by obscuring their true needs and the meaning of their behaviors in the family system. In summary, gerontologists are needed for a fuller understanding of the ways in which older generations experience the family, but a family systems approach is needed to more fully understand how the family itself is sustained and how the family functions when members are adults. The two historical bases of family systems theories, family science and mental health, conceptualize families as distinct entities that strive to maintain continuity over time. By considering the system as a whole, family systems theory explains differences between families and within families, provides insights into the processes that perpetuate family continuity and allow for change and adaptation, and considers why families might treat individual members in different ways.
Although there are several notable exceptions, for the most part gerontological research has tended to: 1) Examine individuals according to generation or role (e.g., parent, offspring, widow) rather than as members of a living social system; 2) Focus on specific subsystems (such as spousal or caregiver/care recipient dyads) in the absence of a sense of the larger, contextualizing, integrated system; 3) Draw a distinction between families in crisis and stress (e.g., caregiver research) and family ties more generally (e.g., solidarity between generations); 4) Minimize between-family differences in favor of emphasizing generational or cultural similarities; and 5) Overlook within-family differences (e.g., de-identification of siblings) in efforts to characterize relationships. Family systems theory might be used to fill in gaps in our knowledge of family functioning in adulthood by considering whole systems, differences between and within families, and looking at the process of change and adaptation of larger continuous units.
CASE STUDIES AND BETWEEN FAMILY DIFFERENCES
The family systems literature has relied heavily on case studies of individual families to generate theory (e.g., Bermann, 1973; Bowen, 1978; Minuchin, 1974; Wynne, et al., 1958) . Family gerontology has not utilized this strategy to the same extent, although some recent efforts have focused on understanding family typologies in later life (Suitor & Pillemer, 1997; Troll, 1996) . Typologies do not provide insight into such issues as the values families share or the processes that families undergo when confronted with a crisis. Case studies with in-depth data about family functioning, meaning, and differences in perspectives of individual members may allow greater insight into how and why different families react to changes which accompany aging.
Below, we present three case studies of adult families. Given space constraints, we present cursory information pertaining to these families. The field of gerontology, however, might profit from more in-depth analysis of families using case studies derived through multiple interviews of family members, using a clinical approach over extended periods of time.
Three Family Genograms
The genogram technique has been established in the family systems literature as a way to document family case studies and relationships across generations (Friedman, Rohrbaugh, & Krakauer, 1988; McGoldrick & Gerson, 1985 . Family systems clinicians often use this technique to trace psychopathology and patterns of behavior across generations, and the diagrams can be quite complex for such purposes. Standard symbols include the use of circles to represent females, squares to represent males, a horizontal line to illustrate a liaison between spouses, a suspended vertical line to illustrate ties between offspring and parents, and an X through a square or circle to represent a death. Divorces, separations, abortions, still-births, half-sibling relationships, live-in lovers, and other features of family life can also be portrayed using these diagrams (see: McGoldrick & Gerson, 1985 for a complete discussion). Relationships of later life, such as that found between caregiver and care recipient, and problems of later life, such as chronic illness, are notably absent in the genogram lexicon. Genograms have also been utilized in limited contexts in the gerontological literature. Troll (1996) provided genogram illustrations of ten extended families. This technique has not been embraced by the field of family gerontology, but it is well-suited for the study of extended families.
Three families are illustrated in the genograms in Figures 1, 2 , and 3. These families reflect existing families found in the United States at the turn of the twentyfirst century. It should be noted that within the same larger kin network, each person may have her own sense of who belongs in the family and who does not (Bedford & Blieszner, 1997; Johnson & Troll, 1992; Troll, 1988 Troll, , 1994 . A thirty-four year-old mother may define her family as her husband and children, but this woman's older mother may define the family as including her own spouse, the thirty-fiveyear-old daughter and her spouse, the daughter's siblings and their spouses, and all of her children's children. Some individuals may establish ties to "fictive kin" who may or may not be acknowledged by other family members (Burton, 1995; Johnson & Barer, 1990) .
Given the complexity of issues pertaining to family definition, for the purposes of this discussion we focus specifically on a subsystem-a family of procreationas it carries over throughout the life course. More specifically, all three families include a married couple each of whom were born in the 1930s and who are on the verge of entering old age. We have attempted to simplify the nature of these families by including generations above and below the married couple in their sixties. For the sake of simplicity, we included case studies without divorce in this young-old couple, although other families might involve multiple remarriages in this generation (for examples, see Troll, 1996) . We refer to this family system as the adult family, in order to differentiate this unit of analysis from families actively engaging in childrearing. Figure 1 represents a family we shall refer to as the "Koski family." Hans and Ingrid Koski are in their late sixtiess and trace their family origins to Poland. Ingrid Koski's parents immigrated to the United States, and suffered considerably during the Depression as they struggled to find work. Their relatives in Poland were communist sympathizers. The Koskis rarely discuss Ingrid Koski's extended family and what became of them during World War II, but none of them were heard from after the war and they are presumed dead. Hans Koski himself was born in Poland, and moved to this country as a child when his family fled to escape the Nazi invasion. Hans' and Ingrid's parents died when they were in their sixties. Hans Koski finished high school and worked as a municipal clerk in their Midwestern town for forty years and recently retired. Three of their four grown children have married and had children. These children all live within ten miles of the Koskis (who still reside in the house where they reared their children). The oldest daughter, Anne, works for the same municipality that her father did, but she has advanced to a position of considerable responsibility over local finance. The youngest joined the Peace Corps and has been living in Asia. The Koskis are generally distrustful of outsiders, as is often the case with families that have suffered historical trauma (Nagata, 1993) .
The Martinez family is portrayed in Figure 2 . Luis and Yvette Martinez were born in Chile, and immigrated to the United States when Luis decided to pursue graduate education in business. Yvette Martinez had a prior marriage at the age of nineteen, and a first child from that marriage. Her first husband died when she was twenty-three. She married Luis when she was twenty-five, and they raised her daughter and two additional sons that they had together. The Martinezes remained in the United States after Luis completed his MBA due to job opportunities. Although he came from a middle class family, Luis Martinez sends money back to Chile to help support his parents, his wife's parents, his siblings, and their children. The entire family enjoys return visits to Chile to see their extended family as often as once a year. All three of the Martinezes' grown children live nearby and Yvette speaks to her daughter Maria every day.
The Talbott family is illustrated in Figure 3 . Grace and Walter Talbott attended private schools and met in college in New England. Their three middle-aged offspring have all been married, and are dispersed across the country; their nearest daughter lives thirty miles away in a different suburb. This daughter, Laura, has been through two divorces and is struggling with her adolescent sons, one of whom experiences difficulties in school and has had problems with illegal drugs. Grace Talbott's parents are both alive and reside in New York City (where she grew up), and Mr. Talbott's widowed mother lives near them. They see Grace Talbott's parents throughout the year for events such as weddings and graduations, but are not directly involved in day-to-day decisions or health care needs that they encounter. The Talbotts are on the boards of several local arts and civic organizations in the town where they reside.
Case Studies as a Means of Understanding Family Differences
These case studies introduce questions that a family systems approach brings to adult development. How and why do families differ? Gerontologists have examined how the structure of the family (e.g., number of individuals in each generation, patterns of marriage and divorce) shape between-family distinctions. In particular, researchers have used the life course perspective to look at how historical events, ethnicity, and social class contribute to variation across families in later life (Blieszner & Bedford, 1995) . Yet, family relationships differ considerably within ethnic groups and social classes (Blieszner, Usita, & Mancini, 1996; Dilworth-Anderson, Burton, & Johnson, 1993; Gold, 1990; Ishii-Kuntz, 1997) . As an example of this phenomenon, Suitor (1987) found great variation when she looked at class differences in mothers' support to their married daughters who returned to college. Although well-educated mothers generally provided greater support than less educated mothers, education level did not explain all between-family differences. One-third of daughters with less educated mothers received support from them, whereas nearly half of daughters with well-educated mothers did not. Thus, although families adopt some of the beliefs of the larger cultural context in which they are embedded, social structures do not fully explain why families differ from one another.
A family systems approach goes beyond such shared explanations, by emphasizing that each family has its own traditions, patterns of behavior, and accumulated history. These beliefs set a pattern for interactions within the family and shape individuals' behaviors outside the family. For example, Maria Martinez enjoys the time she spends with her mother and feels that her mother is a true companion. Maria goes into work with a sense of confidence after a lunch with her mother. Laura Talbott feels judged by her mother, and often goes home from their visits depressed. She questions herself and her abilities when she goes to work or tries to set limits for her sons. Between-family differences pervade dyadic interactions and explain how the family might shape individuals' behaviors after the childhood years.
Other questions arise when we consider the family as a milieu that is distinct from other contexts in which adults behave. How do the experiences of individuals differ in the context of the family versus other social contexts? Members of the Koski family ignore Anne when she expresses her opinions, although her advice is currently sought by the mayor of the city on a variety of issues. Grace and Walter Talbott are ashamed of their younger grandson's difficulties in school despite the fact that he worked hard to overcome his drug problems and has shown talent as a basketball player on his high school's team. The valence of and difference between individuals' experiences in intra-and extra-familial settings may partially determine their motivation for engaging in family interactions in adulthood. For individuals like Maria Martinez, who derive greater pleasure from interactions with her family than from other settings such as work, there may be a high motivation to see her family, to share emotion-laden information, and to help family members when they require assistance. For individuals like Laura Talbott, the family may become a place of judgment, with greater enjoyment derived from extra-familial activities and friendships. When Laura Talbott's parents require assistance, she may try to remove herself, or alternately, she may help them but retain a desire for their approval in doing so. She may feel resentful and experience greater stress than Maria Martinez does under comparable demands.
Finally, we might consider within-individual variation. Do individuals act differently in the context of the family than they would in other settings? Within-individual differences have been documented with regard to family violence-individuals who batter their spouse or child usually restrain their impulses in other contexts (Gelles, 1997) . This pattern may be found in less extreme ways across adulthood. Ingrid Koski may be assertive and confident with her friends, but docile and unsure when in the presence of her husband and children. Jorge Martinez may be gentle and respectful with his parents and siblings, but quick to anger when his employees do not demonstrate the type of loyalty to his company that Jorge expects individuals to feel toward groups. To understand why and how individuals retain patterns of behavior in the family setting, we must consider families as systems that perpetuate values, beliefs, and the treatment of individual members.
CONTINUITY OF FAMILY LIFE INTO ADULTHOOD
Family systems endure over time, even when members are absent or die. Behaviors that are found in one generation of the family are often perpetuated across generations (Amato, 1996; Troll, 1996; Van Ijzendoorn, 1992) . The stronghold of the larger family system is most evident when individuals come together en masse. At these moments, members of the larger family system may return to the traditional pattern of that system and may re-assume old roles and behaviors (Framo, 1992) . The phenomenological sense that one has returned to being a child or adolescent in the presence of one's family of origin is not well-articulated in the gerontological literature. When adults return to their extended families of origin, in some cases deeply buried insecurities suddenly surface, and in others cases feelings of security are enhanced. Family systems theory might be used to explain why this sense of continuity exists in adulthood and to understand the impact of this continuity on the family members involved.
Positive and Negative Consequences of Continuity
In some families, negative consequences arise from features of continuity. At family gatherings, adult children find themselves sucked back into family conflicts, roles, and interactions that they had believed they had outgrown, or at least had become immunized against through extra-familial experiences. Behaviors and events that would have a completely different meaning in another context become imbued with strong emotions. This experience is not a rare occurrence: research indicates that, even in mid-life, offspring are more sensitive to negative family interactions than are their parents (Bengtson & Kuypers, 1971; Fingerman, 1995; Nydegger & Mitteness, 1988) . Such sensitivity may reflect aspects of systemic continuity that induce feelings in grown offspring that they have not been able to establish themselves as fully-participating adults in this context. Perhaps other individuals do not listen to their perspectives. Perhaps parents offer support that is unnecessary or, if needed, reinforces a sense of inadequacy in the offspring who require it. Perhaps offspring fail to recognize their parents' feelings or make demands on parents that parents find exasperating and tiring (e.g., Morgan, 1989; Talbott, 1990) .
Although it is clear that family continuity can be stressful for adults, the benefits individuals derive from a sense of family continuity have not been well articulated in the gerontological literature. Behaviors may be perpetuated because a sense of continuity within the larger family is reassuring to individuals as they negotiate the demands and stresses of adulthood (Rosenthal & Marshall, 1988) . Indeed, the family systems literature suggests that even negative reactions that are linked with past experience may provide a sense of continuity that is reinforcing. For Laura Talbott or Anne Koski to behave competently and to expect their families to treat them with the respect that they have earned from others outside the family would undermine the family's sense of community. At a minimum, such behavior would be perceived as rude, and at worst as subversive. Although they may feel belittled by the treatment they receive, it is unlikely that Anne or Laura wishes to risk rejection by their families of origin. Moreover, Anne enjoys the ways in which her younger brothers tease her and the familiar jokes that are made at her expense. It is for this very reason that large systems are difficult to change; people find some aspect of the continuity reinforcing, or at least reassuring.
Explanations for Familial Continuity
Family continuity reflects a sense that the system itself is predictable and the individuals will behave in certain ways when they are brought together. Research suggests that families develop expectations about members' attributes and ways of being, and are upset when these patterns are violated, even in adulthood. Some adults within each family are more central to a family gathering, and have more say over its form. Some individuals are treated with respect and deference, others are belittled. Most adults from families with more than one child can identify who was considered the pretty sibling, the smart one, the favored one (Bedford, 1992) . Moreover, recent work reveals that some birth-order effects carry over into adulthood, particularly younger siblings' rebellious tendencies and older siblings' conformity (Sulloway, 1996; Zajonc & Mullally, 1997) .
Indeed, expectations about family members appear to be so important that they have implications for psychological health. Ryff and her colleagues found that parents' perceptions of how their grown children had turned out influenced their own well-being (Ryff, Lee, Essex, & Schmutte, 1994; Ryff & Seltzer, 1996) . Parents whose offspring turned out worse than expected reported decreased well-being as did parents whose offspring surpassed their own achievements. These findings suggest that it is the violation of expectations, rather than actual level of achievement, that is important. Aldous, Klaus, and Klein (1985) also found that parents considered offspring particularly special if they followed such family traditions as attending the same type of church. This research reveals that parents have beliefs about what their children should do and how they should behave. These beliefs persist after these children are grown.
The impact of violations of expectations within the system may be particularly relevant to gerontological research. As individuals age, they are sometimes unable to fulfill expectations that they might previously have undertaken with ease. It is not only parents who have expectations of their offspring. Rather, middleaged offspring experience changes in their parents' physical or mental state with trepidation and anxiety (Fingerman, 1996 (Fingerman, , 1997 . This anxiety may reflect resistance to change at the systemic level. As will be discussed, shifts in one individual's ability to perform a given role may precipitate a family crisis.
In summary, family continuity might best be considered with regard to issues that make each system unique. The families described earlier each have their own sense of how the world works and their own understanding of other family members. Individuals' expectations of other family members are reinforced by those family members' behaviors and by the larger system that is prone to reward anticipated patterns.
FAMILIES AS CULTURES
The sense that one remains who one always was in the larger extended family may also stem from a shared culture that families develop and sustain. The family is an implicit society with rules, social status, and an understanding of individuals' behaviors within the system. In their initial articulation of the family systems model, Hess and Handel (1959) argued that the family socially constructs its own reality. This reality stems from the existing beliefs of family members, shapes beliefs of members, and continues to exist as individual members come and go from the family system (Bahr & Bahr, 1996; Broderick, 1993; Troll, 1996) . Adults may behave as they do not only because they were raised to do so, but because the family continues to exert influence over their behaviors.
Family Beliefs and Individual Behavior
The family systems literature has focused on the shaping and sustaining of individual personalities from the earliest days of interest in family life (e.g., Burgess, 1926) . The family systems approach differs from other theoretical orientations toward this issue. Psychoanalytic, and more specifically object relations theories of development, presume that individuals acquire working models of relationships based on early experiences in the family of origin (e.g., Bowlby, 1969) . These models are a part of individual personality that generalizes across situations. For example, research applying attachment theory to romantic ties assumes that individuals' relationships with their caregivers in the first years of life contribute to subsequent behaviors with lovers or spouses (Fuller & Fincham, 1995; Gaines, et al., 1997; Hazan & Shaver, 1994) .
Family systems theories are less deterministic than psychoanalytic theories and assume that beliefs are the property of the family system, thus allowing for the possibility that individuals might behave differently in another context or that the family might change over time. Individual behavior is an outcome of systemic expectations rather than a reflection of an internalized model. Family systems researchers have found that families shape individual behavior through shared beliefs and values. For example, Bermann (1973) observed one family with five children over the course of a year. His inductive work revealed systemic oppression of the middle son; all members of the family shared a disparaging view of this child. The child became increasingly disturbed over the proceeding years. The family's beliefs about this child shaped that child's behavior during that year, in addition to or regardless of bonds established with the parents in the early years. The system sustained its beliefs over years, and the child behaved as expected into early adulthood. Researchers might find continued reinforcement of these distorted behaviors, at least by the family of origin, as such a grown child continues into mid-life. An understanding of such continuity goes beyond the individual to pervade the entire family unit.
Family Paradigms
The family systems theorist Reiss (1981) coined the term "family paradigm" to refer to the ways in which families understand themselves and the outside world. The concept of a family paradigm is related to the more general notion of scientific paradigms, or shared belief systems which shape scientific thought of the time. New discoveries are incorporated into the existent paradigm, until a monumental paradigmatic shift occurs (Kuhn, 1970) . Likewise, individuals in a family share and sustain a general pattern of beliefs. These shared beliefs are subject to change in the face of crisis, but are sustained in everyday life.
With regard to families rearing children, family systems theorists have suggested that the paradigm may determine how parents approach parent/teacher conferences, who sets the table and who clears if the family eats dinner together, and regulations about use of the television, VCR, and telephone (Reiss, 1981) . In adulthood, familiar jokes, holiday traditions, and reminiscence about the antics of a given family member express and sustain the family paradigm. Moreover, the family paradigm does not have to involve family unification. With adult family members, the family paradigm may be expressed through distancing or rejecting others. As the Talbotts age, they may discover that their daughter Laura takes little interest in their health concerns, in part because the dominant family paradigm places an emphasis on interactions with outsiders over family members. Grace and Walter Talbott are rarely involved in their own parents' decisions. Their grandson is already learning that his peers on the basketball team notice his strengths, whereas his family notices his problems. As a result, distancing oneself is an aspect of the Talbott family paradigm.
Reiss articulated several aspects of the family paradigm that are applicable to an understanding of family systems in adulthood: 1) The assumptions underlying the paradigm are shared by all family members, despite disagreements and conflicts. For example, although the Koski's youngest daughter has attempted to differentiate herself by joining the Peace Corps, her efforts to break away are still defined by what her family would eschew; hence, her emerging identity as a "free spirit" is reactive and is shaped by the fact that it expresses the negative side of her family's dominant paradigm; 2) The assumptions families share are rarely explicit and members may not be conscious that they have a family paradigm. In fact, the paradigm may be so second-nature to family members that they assume that others share their views. The Martinezes assume that everyone gives priority to their families and are surprised when friends are available to spend holidays with outsiders;
3) The assumptions are manifest in actions within the family. Family rituals such as Christmas gatherings, graduations, and anniversaries are situations in which shared beliefs may coalesce; 4) The family's assumptions guide interactions with the outside world. The Talbotts' openness and desire to impress outsiders and the Martinezes' emphasis on family unity over friendships reflect their paradigms.
It is important to note that family paradigms often involve complex underlying beliefs that cannot be ascertained by simply examining constructs such as loyalty or attachment. Families may show loyalty for different reasons. The Koskis place a high value on family loyalty because they experience the world as potentially hostile and untrustworthy. The Martinezes view the family as a safe haven where individuals are sheltered and nurtured, in a manner that does not foster distrust of outsiders. Yet, both families show an equal degree of loyalty. Understanding why families demonstrate loyalty or solidarity may be as important as understanding the intensity of these feelings.
The family paradigm is particularly useful for predicting how a given family will respond to new events. Reiss's theory was built on an attempt to assess how families with offspring who had psychological disorders solved problems in a laboratory setting. The researchers' efforts to assess problem solving failed, however, because each family came to the lab with its own sense of what was being investigated. One family thought the researchers were trying to determine who in the family was most intelligent. Another family thought the researchers were out to test the devotion each member felt toward the others. The researchers discovered differences rather than commonalties across all families.
Dimensions Along Which Families Vary
Although gerontological research has recently moved toward describing family typologies, similarities and differences across typologies have not been articulated in a theoretical context. Family systems theory and the concept of the family paradigm allow increased understanding of why families differ from one another. Reiss and his colleagues found three dimensions along which families vary: 1) the degree to which they believe that the world is ordered, 2) the degree to which they believe that the world is equally open, accessible, and accommodating for each member, and 3) the degree to which they tie new events to their own family history. These three dimensions might be useful for explaining family functioning in adulthood.
Whether family members fall back into old patterns of socialized behaviors, and the types of behaviors into which they fall when they return to the larger family system as adults, is reflected in these three dimensions of family paradigms. Families with a greater sense of constraint may resume old behaviors and patterns when members are brought together. The Koskis may cling to their belief that Anne is still the shy, awkward girl she once was in an effort to impose a sense of order on what they experience as an unordered outside world. Families who believe the world is predictable may be more willing to plan ahead for the aging of the oldest members, and may be more prepared for events that do arise. The Talbotts have engaged in estate planning and have issued advanced directives pertaining to their healthcare wishes, based on their sense that the world is a Talbott-friendly place. The Koskis, by contrast, do not discuss plans for the future or the possibility that any member might suffer health problems. The Martinezes believe that their family can get through whatever life brings. Thus, although they do not plan for catastrophy, they confront difficulties that do arise with alacrity. The degree to which families believe the world is equally open for each member shapes their sense of themselves as a family unit or as individuals. The family motto may become "We Koskis must stick together or lose our way in the world," or "We Martinezes are certainly lucky to have one another and so much love." By contrast, a family may have specific ideas about each person and their ability to function in the world such as, "Laura is the shy one in the family, Henry is the sociable one." The final issue pertaining to ties to the past is relevant with regard to adaptability in the face of crisis. The Talbotts' sense of obligation to hold up their good name, the Martinezes' efforts to send assistance to their family in Chile, and the Koskis' curtailed sense of their own family history reflect their ties to their families' past.
Knowing features of the larger family paradigm may set the stage for understanding how and why families react to changes in older family members. Future research on adult family functioning might include measures of beliefs about the degree of order in non-familial contexts, opportunities and options that different family members have, and the importance of understanding new events in terms of the family's past. These concepts may provide insight into the reasons underlying apparent family loyalty, solidarity, and attachment.
DISCONTINUITY, STRESS, AND CHANGE
Although families are generally homeostatic we must also consider discontinuity to understand how the family system functions. Researchers interested in families rearing children have noted that change is a normal aspect of family functioning . In adulthood, changes are also inevitable. Subtle changes may not destroy the family system in adulthood, but gradual cumulative shifts may contribute to its evolution. For example, Connidis (1992) found a central transition in adult family systems when siblings reached middle-age and had grown children of their own. Rather than return home to their aging parents' home for holiday celebrations, middle-aged adults may remain in their own homes because their grown offspring wish to return there. A shift in definition of family takes place around rituals in such instances. The young adult offspring instigate a change in existing family tradition that, in turn influences a shift in the nature of "family" definition for each middle-aged sibling. The larger extended family system shifts due to changes within each specific subsystem.
The family as a larger system may also evolve when crises arise. Change in the family has been viewed as both a precipitant and a reaction to stress. Such stress might be incurred by one individual within the family (e.g., a sick child or chronically ill older adult), by a subsystem (e.g., a single nuclear family within the larger extended kin network), or at the level of the larger extended kin system. Distressful events may precipitate changes in the family by catalyzing shifts in the family paradigm.
Changes within an individual family member may result in a crisis that generates a shift in established family patterns. For example, the family systems literature has focused on how families treat death as an abnormal event that precipitates adverse changes in the functioning of the family system (Bermann, 1973; Bowen, 1978) . Adult families inevitably must deal with the death of the older generations (Hagestad, 1981; Moss, Moss, Rubinstein, & Resch, 1993; Troll, 1996; Walsh & McGoldrick, 1991) , and their reactions to such loss may enhance or harm family functioning. Moreover, death is not the only crisis that families encounter as members age. Chronic health problems, disability, and changes in living arrangements impinge upon the family system. The family may be drawn together by such a crisis, just as it is when family rituals or celebrations take place. The difference with regard to crisis is that the family must respond to stressful input that may undermine rather than reinforce the basic family paradigm.
We do not have a cohesive theoretical base for understanding how families respond to crisis events in the course of adult development. Indeed, gerontologists often examine families with sickly older adults in separate studies from those addressing families with healthy older adults. Family systems theorists suggest stressful events precipitate changes in the family system by inducing changes in the shared family paradigm. As families are forced to deal with the outside world and with unfamiliar events they may discover that their established patterns of thinking about themselves and others are maladaptive. A new sense of family may emerge gradually as families struggle through such crises. Reiss (1981) articulated the following process through which families are transformed by external events: 1) the falling away of the implicit family paradigm, and the attendant emergence of new rules to govern family functioning, 2) the issue of an explicit family structure with stated rules that oppress the family, 3) rebellion of individual members against what they come to view as an external tyrant (e.g., the explicit family structure), and 4) the emergence of a new family paradigm. Families generally live with implicit assumptions about themselves and their world and function in a way that reinforces these assumptions. One of the first signs that a family has entered a stage of crisis involves a shift toward explicitly stating rules that govern family functioning. Sometimes, such an explicit statement may solve the problem. In other cases, stating the rules may intensify the crisis. For example, Anne Koski may willingly help her mother Ingrid by running a few errands here and there. As her mother ages and incurs health problems, the family may explicitly concur that Anne should run all of her mother's errands. Anne may feel trapped and demanded upon by mother's needs. Anne's distress may carry over into her interactions with her siblings, her spouse, and her own children. The larger family system may incur negative consequences as they struggle to deal with Ingrid's declining physical state and Anne's resentment and sense of burden. The shift from an implicit to an explicit rule involves an exaggeration and a distortion of family behaviors.
Reiss further argues that families often become victimized by the tyranny of their own rules once such rules are explicitly stated. For example, if the Talbotts agreed that it's important to maintain a good face in the community at all times, even though Walter Talbott's mother is ill, they might find this demand exacerbating. They will be forced to develop increasingly elaborate strategies to maintain their commitments to the community. Reiss further suggests that families may continue to develop new rules until they feel oppressed. If Walter Talbott's mother does not recover, and instead requires hospitalization, a move to a new assisted living care, and closure of her prior home, the demands on the Talbott's time may become overwhelming. Grace Talbott may rebel by abandoning some of her community duties, and resigning from several boards. She might announce to outsiders that her mother-in-law is ill, and that she needs time to herself. Walter Talbott and other family members will be forced to adjust their sense of the family in response to this explicit rebellion. It is at this point that a new family paradigm may begin to evolve. Perhaps the Talbotts will decide that family distress takes precedence over community leadership in times of crisis and will institute this into their transactions with the outside world.
Alternately, the family may disintegrate during periods of stress. Family systems theorists have focused primarily on marital discord and disintegration of a family raising children in the face of a crisis. In the gerontological literature, it is clear that some individuals in a larger extended family system pull away and distance themselves in reaction to a crisis, whereas others take the lead with regard to solving the problem (Brody, Hoffman, Kleban, & Schoonover, 1989) . These distinctions reflect not only between family and within family differences, but also the transition through which family subsystems emerge, splinter, and break off.
Between family and within family differences may be particularly evident at moments when families are forced to deal with issues that disrupt their homeostasis. Some families handle crises by pulling together, other families drift apart, and still others appear to reify under the stress of the situation. As in other aspects of family life, insights into how adults react to crises they encounter may be understood at the level of the larger family system rather than merely examining individuals. By including assessments of multiple family members, or at a bare minimum at least asking individuals about family change, gerontologists may gain insights into the larger ramifications of crises associated with the aging process. The family is not only a source of support at such times, but a changing entity affected by the crisis.
In summary, although family roles and demands have been considered in the gerontological literature, the family as a social context has not been adequately examined. Just as ethnicity, social class, and gender influence different aspects of the aging process, each unique family milieu may set the stage for the ways in which individuals approach changes across adulthood. Moreover, the changes individuals incur may shape that family context in return, with rippling effects that have an impact across generations. A family systems approach to studying adult families, with an emphasis on between and within family differences, may provide insight into adult functioning that is currently lacking.
